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Mechanism and Contextualism in Behavior Analysis:
Just Some Observations

Edward K. Morris
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I was honored to have had my manu-
script "Behavior Analysis and Mecha-
nism: One Is Not the Other" (Morris,
1993a) and apparently several others (e.g.,
Morris, 1988a, 1992a) receive published
peer commentary in this journal last
spring (Baer, 1993; Carr, 1993; Delprato,
1993; Lee, 1993; Marr, 1993; Reese,
1993) and again this fall (Blackman, Shull
& Lawrence, and Staddon, this issue). The
commentators were divided over wheth-
er or not behavior analysis is mechanistic
in worldview, and I suspect the same is
true of the readership. Agreed or disa-
greed, however, we are having an im-
portant discussion. For too many years,
we answered the question "What is rad-
ical behaviorism?" with something like
"The philosophy ofthe science ofhuman
behavior" (see Skinner, 1974, p. 3). For
too many years, we answered the ques-
tion "What is the philosophy of radical
behaviorism?" by describing (a) its prod-
ucts, among them, the analysis of verbal
behavior (Skinner, 1957) and the behav-
ior of scientists (Skinner, 1945, 1947,
1950, 1956, 1957, pp. 418-431) and (b)
varieties and subvarieties of other isms
(e.g., naturalism, functionalism, prag-
matism, empiricism, positivism, and op-
erationism; Day, 1980; Smith, 1986, pp.
257-297; Zuriff, 1985). These answers,
however, do not describe behavior anal-
ysis in a way that integrates what we know
about (a) behavior (e.g., its prediction and
control; see S. Hayes & Brownstein, 1986)
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and (b) our terms, concepts, and con-
structs for describing behavior (e.g., our
theory; see Skinner, 1947, 1950) with (c)
our fundamental assumptions about be-
havior (e.g., the theory ofour theory, our
metatheory, or worldview; see Delprato
& Midgley, 1992; S. Hayes, L. Hayes, &
Reese, 1988).
The value of such integration lies in

successful working. That is, just as we
seek effective action through the predic-
tion and control ofbehavior in basic and
applied research, so too do we seek ef-
fective action in the conceptual analysis
ofbehavior, working in part with our own
behavior as our subject matter. Among
the consequences ofsuch analyses are, for
example, those Skinner (1979) described
for himself: "the discovery of uniformi-
ties, the ordering of confusing data, the
resolution of puzzlement" (p. 282). This
is the stuffofconstructive thinking, prob-
lem solving, and intellectual self-man-
agement (Skinner, 1953, pp. 242-256; see
Morris, 1992a).
Over time, the selective action of the

consequences of conceptual analysis will
work for and against certain features of
behavior analysis as a discipline and a
profession, as well as for and against its
survival among the natural, behavioral,
and social sciences, and within the cul-
ture at large. As Skinner (1981) pointed
out, selection operates not only at the
level of the phylogeny of organisms and
the ontogeny of their behavior, but also
at the level of cultural practices. Science
and its philosophy are exemplars of the
latter (Skinner, 1953, pp. 437-449, 1971;
see Batts & Crawford, 1991, for a review
of evolutionary accounts of science). But
selection does not operate in a void. In
our case, the behavior-analytic concep-
tual system will not evolve without con-
ceptual analyses to be selected for and
against. This is what is important about
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publications and peer commentary, and
now, I hope, in my reply.
With all due respect to the commen-

tators, my reply does not take up their
every point. That task was made too dif-
ficult when some ofthem spoke to manu-
scripts and issues in addition to (and
sometimes other than) my mechanism
paper, most specifically with respect to
context and contextualism (e.g., Morris,
1988a, 1992a). There was, apparently, an
abundance ofverbal behavior about con-
text and contextualism at considerable
strength for some reason or other. Be-
cause of this and the time constraints on
submitting this manuscript, I do not ad-
dress as many issues as I should, or ad-
dress them as well as I would like. Among
the issues I do not address, for example,
are (a) the different (and sometimes in-
appropriate) criteria that appear among
those who agree that behavior analysis is
not mechanistic in worldview or that it
is contextualistic; (b) the usefulness of
Pepper's (1942) "root metaphor" system
for comparing and contrasting funda-
mental assumptions; (c) how the struc-
ture of our language conditions us to see
the world either organismically or mech-
anistically, not contextualistically (see
Hackenberg, 1988; cf. Lee, 1993); (d) the
importance of familiarity with primary
sources on mechanism and contextual-
ism (e.g., Pepper, 1942) rather than sec-
ondary sources alone; and (e) the ontol-
ogy-epistemology distinction (see Reese,
1993) and tensions between behavior-
analytic ontology and epistemology (see
S. Hayes et al., 1988, p. 103).
What I am left with are some broader

issues, which I restate where they need
additional emphasis and clarify where
there has been misunderstanding. The is-
sues I address are basically just two: the
nature and meaning of(a) mechanism and
mechanisms and (b) context and contex-
tualism. In addressing these issues, I point
to topics in need of elaboration and to
new problems in need of analysis, invit-
ing readers and commentators alike to
pursue them. Before I begin, however, I
would like to review my purpose in writ-
ing the mechanism paper. My apparent
failure to clarify my purpose seems to

have caused some misreading of my in-
tent (i.e., of the variables that controlled
my behavior).

Purpose
Mechanism. My reason for writing the

paper was to describe and correct various
representations of behavior analysis as
mechanistic in character and in world-
view. I have not known these represen-
tations to be especially accurate (see, e.g.,
Mahoney, 1989; contra Morris, 1990;
Todd & Morris, 1992), except on a gen-
erous interpretation (nor had I known be-
havior analysts who avowedly called
themselves mechanists before now, ex-
cept for my close colleague Don Baer; see
Baer, 1993). In trying to understand the
nature and source of these misrepresen-
tations in society, philosophy, and psy-
chology, I turned to ordinary-language
and professional dictionaries (e.g., Web-
ster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary,
1987) and to literature on behavior anal-
ysis (e.g., Reese & Overton, 1970). My
interest was in the meaning of mecha-
nism for those who call behavior analysis
mechanistic, not in the meaning ofmech-
anism for those who call themselves
mechanists. Admittedly, my findings
would have been more representative if
I had interviewed ordinary-language
speakers, scholars, and professionals
about what they currently mean when
they called behavior analysis mechanis-
tic. That now becomes a project someone
else might pursue.

Contextualism. Although I mentioned
contextualism but briefly in my mecha-
nism article (only in a footnote at the end
of the last sentence; Morris, 1993a, p.
39), it evoked extensive commentary, so
a word or two. My interest in contex-
tualism is not new. It dates back to the
early 1980s, in my comparison and con-
trast of radical behaviorism and inter-
behavioral psychology (Morris, 1982, p.
193). Since then, contextualism has been,
for me, a means for clarifying the behav-
ior-analytic conceptual system and for
understanding parallels and antiparallels
with other perspectives in the biological,
behavioral, and social sciences (see
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Midgley & Morris, 1992; Morris, 1988b,
1991, 1992a). In no case, however, was
this a "career move." Career moves con-
sume too much time and energy, and de-
tract from the excitement of "doing sci-
ence."'-)

I realize that some of these comments
are more personal than an archival jour-
nal and its readership should have any
great interest in. Behavior analysis,
though, is the behavior of behavior an-
alysts and its products. An increase in
understanding what controls our behav-
ior- in this case, mine-is thereby an in-
crease in understanding its products.

MECHANISM AND MECHANISMS
As I mentioned, the commentators

were divided over whether or not behav-
ior analysis is mechanistic in worldview.
Among those who argued that it is, their
most consistent and thoughtful point was
that mechanism comes in varieties. In
particular, Dennis Delprato (1993) dis-
tinguished between "discrete" and "con-
solidated" mechanism, and Richard Shull
and Scott Lawrence (this issue) distin-
guished between "simplistic" and "so-
phisticated" mechanism. Dennis's dis-
tinction was based on his reading of
Pepper (1942), whereas Richard and
Scott's was based on their reading of the
history of science and psychology. Derek
Blackman (this issue), in contrast, seems
divided within himself over mechanism,
contextualism, and behavior analysis, and

' Relatedly, several seemingly ad hominem re-
marks (and apsalts on Pepper) by a commentator
or two smarted a bit. For instance, although what
I have written about contextualism may sometimes
be opaque to those who pursue the experimental
analysis of behavior (and sometimes to me), pub-
lications in the Journal of the Experimental Anal-
ysis ofBehavior (JEAB) do not always sparkle with
lucidity for readers unfamiliar with its complexities
and technicalities. However, I attribute my occa-
sional struggles through JEAB (e.g., the recent Spe-
cial Issue on Behavior Dynamics, 1992, Vol. 57,
No. 3) to my unfamiliarity with terms and concepts
(and maybe more). It never occurred to me that its
occasional opaqueness might be context free, the
phault of the writer, not the reader. It never oc-
curred to me to separate the knower from the known,
to play a game of "epistemological chicken" with
the meaning of meaning.

so has stepped back (or closer) to com-
ment astutely on the irony that "behav-
ioral mechanisms" are today considered
"contextualistic explanations" in behav-
ioral pharmacology. In what follows, I
comment first on the varieties of mech-
anism and second on the irony.

Varieties ofMechanism
Discrete versus consolidated mecha-

nism. Dennis Delprato (1993) is most ob-
servant and thoughtful in his analysis of
Pepper (1942). He is correct: I was largely
arguing that behavior analysis is not
mechanistic in the sense of discrete
mechanism, although I had not self-con-
sciously made the distinction between
discrete and consolidated mechanism. I
should have. Although Dennis wrote that
my argument would be "hollow" should
I admit this, I respectfully disagree. First,
the criticisms of behavior analysis as
mechanistic are almost always criticisms
of it as a form of discrete (not consoli-
dated) mechanism. These are the criti-
cisms I sought mainly to address. Thus,
Pepper's point about discrete mechanism
being long ago dead is, I think, moot.
Second, when Pepper said discrete mech-
anism was long ago dead, he was speak-
ing of the physical sciences. In contrast,
he wrote that the "psychology of discrete
mental elements [discrete mechanism] is
the neatest and, in that respect, the most
intellectually satisfying psychology that
has been developed" (Pepper, 1942, p.
219). Discrete mechanism is alive and
well in psychology today.

Dennis's compelling point remains that
I did not address whether or not behavior
analysis is a variety of "consolidated"
mechanism, for it presents an alternative
to behavior analysis as contextualistic in
worldview. In distinguishing between
discrete and consolidated mechanism, for
instance, Pepper (1942) pointed out how
the latter sometimes gravitates toward
contextualistic categories, for instance,
toward an operational theory of truth.
But he eventually resolved these cate-
gories back into mechanism, for instance,
to a causal-adjustment theory of truth-
prediction without control. The slope be-
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tween consolidated mechanism and con-
textualism is a slippery one, and clearly
in need offurther consideration vis-A-vis
behavior analysis.
Simple versus sophisticated mecha-

nism. Shull and Lawrence (this issue) dis-
tinguish between a "simplistic mecha-
nistic description" of behavior analysis
and a "sophisticated mechanistic ap-
proach." The former is presumably Pep-
per's (1942) discrete mechanism. The lat-
ter they identify with the variety of
mechanism described by Jack Marr
(1993). Whether this is Pepper's consol-
idated mechanism, neither they nor Jack
say, but at least it is not contextualism
to them.

Richard and Scott quite rightly argue
for sophisticated mechanism over sim-
plistic mechanism. They then argue for
sophisticated mechanism over contex-
tualism. Their latter argument is based
on internal considerations in the histoiy
of science and psychology, which are al-
most always preferable to external con-
siderations in the politics of science. Ex-
ternal considerations sometimes go no
deeper than to ask, for instance, which
will play better in Peoria, sophisticated
mechanism or contextualism? Richard
and Scott's internal reasons for selecting
mechanism over contextualism are
among those most strongly and com-
monly voiced within behavior analysis:
(a) Mechanism has been productive in
many other sciences (i.e., in enhancing
the prediction and control oftheir subject
matters), and (b) it is the scientific tra-
dition within which behavior analysis
developed. These matters are not un-
equivocal, so let me address them di-
rectly.

The Productivity and Tradition of
Mechanism

Productivity. As for the productivity of
mechanism (simplistic or sophisticated),
there is no argument. The evolution of
the sciences from self-actional stages (e.g.,
from creationism, vitalism, and mental-
ism) to mechanistic stages has always
revolutionized (or will) our understand-
ing of the inanimate and animate world

in which we live (see, e.g., Thompson,
1984). If science is a cultural practice,
however, we cannot argue that mecha-
nism must be its final stage, its usefulness
to date notwithstanding. Evolution isjust
not that sort ofprocess. In The Evolution
ofPhysics, for instance, Einstein and In-
feld (1938/1966) illustrated how the
"mechanical view" of Galileo and New-
ton gave way to "the field as represen-
tation" in the work ofFaraday, Maxwell,
and Hertz (cf. Marr, 1993), a view they
did not equate with "mechanical." Ein-
stein and Infeld have been cited by phi-
losophers (Dewey & Bentley, 1949) and
psychologists (Pronko & Herman, 1982;
cf. Kantor, 1946) alike, who suggest that
psychology is evolving (or should) along
a similar course (Morris, 1992a). Such an
evolution does not signal the eclipse of
the mechanical view, for the conceptual
systems available at different stages of
scientific evolution may fill different
niches. But which they will fill best, and
how many, are empirical matters, as is
their relative usefulness across different
subject matters (e.g., physics and psy-
chology).

Einstein and Infeld's (1938/1966) ob-
servations warrant analysis in our dis-
cussions of the behavior-analytic world-
view. First, a retrospective review of The
Evolution of Physics might be a useful
basis for considering how behavior anal-
ysis has progressed as a science, both in-
ternally and with respect to its place in
the behavioral and social sciences as a
whole. Second, just as Einstein and In-
feld's analysis was driven by empirical
considerations in the field of physics, so
too should claims that behavior analysis
holds not to a mechanical view, but to
something like a field-theoretic perspec-
tive. Perhaps we should move away from
metaphors drawn from physics to the
subject matter ofbehavior analysis itself.
Third, we all seemingly agree that be-
havior analysis does not adhere to Ein-
stein and Infeld's "mechanical view" or
a "simplistic mechanistic description" or
to Pepper's (1942) "discrete mecha-
nism," but are they one and the same? I
guess so, but this might be looked into.
We are also seemingly agreed that be-
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havior analysis holds to something else:
to Einstein and Infeld's field-as-represen-
tation, a sophisticated mechanistic ap-
proach, Pepper's (1942) consolidated
mechanism, or Pepper's (1942) contex-
tualism. But here, we are not agreed on
which one, which ones overlap, or where
they overlap, if they do. This is a project
worth pursuing, but by someone else,
please-I am not a rocket scientist.

The Mechanistic Tradition
The other argument for taking mech-

anism over contextualism is that the for-
mer is the tradition within which behav-
ior analysis developed. This tradition may
be parsed two ways: into an empirical
lineage and a philosophical lineage.
The empirical tradition. The argument

from the empirical tradition is especially
compelling because of some formal cor-
respondences between behavior-analytic
research practices and how we describe
them (e.g., R = J(S); see Skinner, 1931)
and the mechanistic worldview (e.g., de-
pendent and independent variables). But
we should be wary about characterizing
our research practices (and descriptions
thereof) as mechanistic on the basis of
correspondences among formal or lin-
guistic features alone. Preferably, the re-
lation between research practices and
worldviews should be based on corre-
spondences among functional relations
between them, that is, on relations be-
tween the controlling variables over the
behavior of research scientists and the
behavior ofthose who pursue conceptual
analyses within a particular worldview.
It may be that a research program that
appears mechanistic in form may actu-
ally be contextualistic in function (cf.
Reese, 1993). This point is difficult to
articulate and to appreciate because for-
mal research practices are so concrete,
whereas their functional relations to me-
tatheory and worldviews are less so. They
are so much less so that we often look
through them and, in so doing, think that
metatheory and worldviews are trivial or
nonexistent. But this is positivism gone
awry. "Seeing" a worldview is an oper-
ant.

Let me try to make this point in the
context of the behavior of other organ-
isms. Here, the form or topography of
their responding is tangible-discernible
in concrete instances. Its function, how-
ever, is not. The form or topography of
responding (or of its mechanical trans-
duction) is what we observe and measure.
Its function is an inference. It is a relation
detectable only over time, not in an in-
stance -a relation we may sometimes
look through and thus not find (Hine-
line, 1990). Ironically, what is important
in the experimental analysis of behavior
is rarely the tangible, discernible forms
or instances of responding, but rather
their relations and functions (this also ap-
plies to the stimulus environment). This
lesson was one of the first that Skinner
(1931, 1935, 1938) taught us. Ted Carr
(1993) taught us this lesson again in his
commentary: Behavior as response form
is not our subject matter. Behavioral
function is.

Just as this is true of the behavior of
other organisms, so is it true of our own
behavior. We should not decide on the
function or the variables that control our
research practices on the basis of their
form alone. The controlling variables are
difficult to observe and define, and the
functional relations between them and
our behavior as researchers are difficult
to see. Discerning the functional rela-
tions, not the form of our research prac-
tices, however, is the more useful basis
for recognizing the behavior-analytic
worldview. It also has the positive effect
of making the name of our worldview-
whatever it might be-a summary term
for a set of functional relations between
our behavior and its controlling vari-
ables, not a reified thing.

This argument does not come down on
the side of either mechanism or contex-
tualism. It is not meant to. It simply sug-
gests the kinds of evidence we need in
order to be secure in arguing one way or
the other. Perhaps this is the basis for yet
another paper, for which Bill Verplanck
(1954) has given us a lead. He wrote:

Because of the existence in Sherrington and Pavlov
of sets of data of the kind [Skinner] believes are
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needed [for his system], he has adopted many of
their terms and applied some of their laws in de-
fining behavior. As a consequence, he has been mis-
interpreted. In his choice of terminology, Skinner
has assured that his work and those ofhis followers
will be read easily by the followers of Hull and
Guthrie and only with emotion, if not with diffi-
culty, by those who have selected the organismic-
field-Gestalt-force family of words to work with.
Skinner's conditioned responses seem to many
readers just as mere as those of Pavlov and Hull,
with the extraordinary result that he has been classed
with Hull rather than with Tolman, with Guthrie
rather than with Lewin, in his general position. (p.
307; see also Krechevsky, 1939, pp. 406-407)

Lewin (1935) had an affinity for a field-
theoretic orientation, and Tolman (1932)
was some variety of a contextualist, at
least at the start (Pepper, 1934; see Smith,
1986, pp. 67-145). Invoking Tolman
suggests even further that the supposedly
mechanistic language of dependent (R)
and independent variables (S) and of
functional relations-where, for in-
stance, R = fiS) (Skinner, 193 1)-is not
inherently determinative of mechanism.
Tolman (1938) used such designations
himself, as in B =1(S, H, T, P), of which
Skinner (1987) commented:
B represents behavior, S stimulus conditions, H
hereditary make-up, T past training (my "condi-
tioning"), and P appetite or aversion (my "drive").
R. S. Woodworth later pointed to the similarity of
the equations. In addition to the stimulus, I had
called the conditions of which response strength
was a function "third variables" [as in R =J(S, A),
Skinner, 1931, p. 452], but Tolman called them
"intervening." That may have been the point at
which the experimental analysis ofbehavior parted
company with what would be cognitive psychology.
(p. 208)

This would also be the point at which
Tolman's intervening variables became
hypothetical constructs (Tolman, 1949;
see Morris, Higgins, & Bickel, 1982) and
the point at which he began parting com-
pany with contextualism: Mediational
and representational cognitive psychol-
ogy is mechanistic in worldview (Costall
& Still, 1987; Gillespie, 1992; see Morris,
1989).
As for the formula, R = f(S), however,

it follows easily from conceptual practic-
es, of which Skinner (1935) wrote:

In the description ofbehavior it is usually assumed
that both behavior and environment may be broken

down into parts, which may be referred to by name,
and that these parts will retain their identity from
experiment to experiment. (p. 40)

These practices are reductionistic in the
elementaristic sense (see Branch, 1977)
and are largely in keeping with the mech-
anistic worldview. But this view was not
Skinner's view or what it would become
(Coleman, 1984; Schraff, 1982):

The analysis of behavior is not an act of arbitrary
subdividing, and we cannot define the concepts of
stimulus and response quite simply as "parts of
behavior and environment" without taking account
ofthe natural lines offracture along which behavior
and environment actually break. (Skinner, 1935, p.
40)

Analysis per se is not inherently anti-
thetical to contextualism (albeit perhaps
anathema to some varieties thereof). The
categorical complaint is about the type
of "analysis into parts" that Skinner
(1935) described in the first of the two
quotations above (S. Hayes & Brown-
stein, 1986; S. Hayes et al., 1988; see
Dewey, 1896; Lee, 1993).

In this view, then, behavior might be
defined generically as B = (R - S) (see
Midgley & Morris, 1988) or, more spe-
cifically, as the three-term contingency:
B = (SD R SR). In any event, further
consideration of our unit of analysis and
how we depict it, either mechanistically
or contextually, seems warranted (Mor-
ris, 1992a; cf. Moxley, 1982, 1984, 1987),
as would a closer account of the affinity
between the behavior-analytic research
tradition and the two worldviews.
The philosophical tradition. Although

the argument for taking mechanism over
contextualism on the basis oftradition is
usually based on an empirical tradition,
we should not overlook philosophical
traditions. Central to the latter are our
assumptions about the nature of nature
(i.e., ontology) and about how we can
know it (i.e., epistemology) (see Reese,
1993), to the degree that they are ever
separable in practice. Unlike the empir-
ical tradition out ofwhich behavior anal-
ysis evolved, its philosophical tradition
is, I think, more obviously contextualis-
tic (cf. Chiesa, 1992; Moxley, 1992). This
observation remains to be worked out in
detail, but some preliminary sketches are
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available (see Morris, 1988a, pp. 293-
299, 1993b). In addition, a comparison
of contextualism with informed presen-
tations ofthe philosophical-historical an-
tecedents of behavior analysis, such as
those by Willard Day (see Day, 1980),
lends further credence to the relation be-
tween behavior analysis and contextual-
ism, although further scholarship re-
mains to be completed. (I wonder what
Willard would say about all this.)

OfMechanisms and Mechanism
Not only are there varieties of mech-

anism as a worldview, but there are also
"behavioral mechanisms." As for the lat-
ter, Derek Blackman (this issue) com-
ments on the irony that, in behavioral
pharmacology, behavioral mechanisms
(e.g., rate dependency) are the contexts
in which pharmacological agents operate.
Behavioral-mechanisms-as-context ex-
plain, in part, how those agents function
and, as such, constitute "contextualis-
tic," as opposed to reductionistic or
mechanistic, explanations ofdrug effects.

I take up difficulties that this "context-
contextualistic" distinction raises in the
next section, but I first want to comment
on whether talk of behavioral mecha-
nisms is necessarily tied to mechanism
as a worldview. The homology notwith-
standing, I think not. A behavioral mech-
anism is a generic construct for more spe-
cific, predictive functional relations
between responses and stimuli (e.g., re-
inforcement). Neither the generic nor the
more specific constructs require that we
take any particular ontological stance with
respect to their character, for instance,
that they operate mechanically. Such
constructs are only efficient, pragmatic
means for describing predictable (and of-
ten controllable) behavioral relations-
relations as we know them at this point
in the evolution of what we understand
about behavior.

Still, the term behavioral mechanism
suggests an analogy to something that op-
erates mechanically, and thereby an anal-
ogy to the root metaphor of the mecha-
nistic worldview-the machine (Pepper,
1942, pp. 186-191). Perhaps we should

take a more neutral stance, and refer in-
stead to behavioral "processes," not
mechanisms. This fits better our concep-
tualization of behavior as a process, not
a thing.

CONTEXT AND CONTEXTUALISM
Most of the commentators touched on

context or contextualism in one way or
another. Some supported the recently in-
creased interest in context in the analysis
of behavior; others doubted there was
anything new, or anything new that did
not already come from a mechanistic
worldview. Some supported the conten-
tion that behavior analysis was contex-
tualistic in worldview; others raised grave
doubts that this was true or even possi-
ble. Although this material is nominally
outside the purpose and purview of my
original paper, I would be remiss in not
replying. So, I address what I think are
two fundamental misunderstandings: one
in appreciating the variety of contex-
tualisms and another in understanding
the context-contextualism distinction.

Varieties of Contextualism
Several ofthe commentators were con-

cerned that contextualism is perhaps an-
tithetical to science, to natural science, to
the kind ofscience behavior analysis rep-
resents. Like mechanism, however, con-
textualism exists in several varieties. Per-
haps the varieties of contextualism are
not as distinct as those of mechanism
(e.g., discrete vs. consolidated mecha-
nism) or as obvious to those committed
to the categories of the mechanistic
worldview, but some important distinc-
tions do exist (see S. Hayes, L. Hayes,
Reese, & Sarbin, 1993) and need to be
made (yet another paper). For instance,
the contextualism exemplified in the
writings of behavior analysts (e.g., S.
Hayes et al., 1988; Morris, 1988a, 1993b)
differs in important ways from that in the
writings of personality and social psy-
chologists (e.g., Rosnow & Georgoudi,
1986; Sarbin, 1973). Although I can un-
derstand what the social and personality
psychologists are saying (and much of it
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is important), I have my own doubts
about some of their program, especially
where it seemingly slips into mentalism
(Morris, 1988b, 1989). But I have found
it worth the effort to make the discrim-
ination (see Morris, 1993b, pp. 153-156).
The discrimination can be made on sev-
eral dimensions, each deserving a paper
of its own. Let me touch on just one.

Subject matters. The discrimination
between the varieties of contextualism
that perhaps distinguishes them most
clearly is what they take as the subject
matter of psychology-the individual or
behavior. In some varieties of contex-
tualism (see, e.g., Mancuso, 1993; Sar-
bin, 1993), the subject matter of psy-
chology is the individual. The individual-
in-context is its unit of analysis, which is
its goal to understand. In this view, psy-
chology cannot be a natural science, where
natural science is defined in terms of dis-
covering "general principles." Psychol-
ogy cannot be such a science because its
statements about individuals are spatio-
temporally restricted, local, and partic-
ular to time and place. The individual is
a unique and historical event, usually de-
scribed in the language of behavioral
"content" (i.e., in ordinary-language
terms; e.g., personality, sociality). Psy-
chology, in this sense, is natural history,
not natural science (see Gergen, 1973).

In other varieties ofcontextualism (e.g.,
S. Hayes & Brownstein, 1986; S. Hayes
et al., 1993), the subject matter of psy-
chology is behavior-behavior consid-
ered generically. Behavior-in-context is
its unit of analysis, which is its goal to
understand. In this view, psychology can
be a natural science because its experi-
mental analysis generates principles that
are taken to be spatiotemporally "uni-
versal" (e.g., reinforcement), principles
that are not local and particular to time
and place. Behavior, as such, has generic
qualities that are replicable, qualities
usually described in the language of"pro-
cess" (i.e., technical terms; e.g., rein-
forcement). This is natural science, and
thus is a variety ofcontextualism distinct
from that which is natural history.
Natural science and natural history are

different ways of "knowing." Moreover,
natural science makes important contri-

butions to altering and explaining natural
history. Where we have both prediction
and control in behavior analysis, altering
natural history is the purview of applied
behavior analysis; for instance, with re-
spect to personality (e.g., response rep-
ertoire) disorders and social deviance
(Baer, Wolf, & Risley, 1968). Where we
have only prediction (and no control),
natural history is the purview of behav-
ioral interpretation; for example, the in-
terpretations of verbal behavior (e.g.,
Skinner, 1957) and cultural practices (e.g.,
Skinner, 1971).

Truth in science. This distinction be-
tween the natural-history and natural-sci-
ence varieties ofcontextualism raises the
issue ofwhat we consider to be "true" in
science. This will help to clarify this dis-
tinction. One of the difficulties natural
scientists have with contextualism is its
opposition to the mechanistic ideal of
discovering universal laws and principles
that exist independently of the behavior
of scientists (see Kantor, 1953). In con-
textualism, laws and principles are con-
structed from interactions among scien-
tists and their subject matters. They are
not eternal truths or universal essences,
although we may behave towards them
as though they were. As Skinner (1974)
noted, science is "a corpus of rules for
effective action and there is a special sense
in which [the rules] could be true if [they]
yield the most effective action possible"
(p. 259). In other words, the laws and
principles of natural science are not dis-
covered, universal truths that exist in-
dependently of the behavior of self-ac-
tional scientists (or logical positivisits).
Rather, laws and principles are con-
structs that are useful means towards the
end of successful working with the sub-
ject matter (e.g., the prediction and con-
trol of behavior) and inductive theory
construction (see Skinner, 1947). This is
Skinner's empirical epistemology, his
pragmatic theory of truth (see Zuriff,
1980). The natural-history varieties of
contextualism are not necessarily hostile
to what we call "the principles of behav-
ior," as long as we recognize the contin-
gent nature of those principles-as-con-
structs and the possibility of change, no
matter how long they have been useful.
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This discrimination between these two
varieties of contextualism is not a par-
ticularly difficult one to make, even as
their root metaphor-the "historic
event"-remains the same. The truth cri-
terion ofboth is pragmatic, but here they
differ with respect to their philosophical
pragmatism. A closer examination ofthe
differences among the philosophical
pragmatists with respect to their truth
criteria-for instance, from experiential
(e.g., "That makes sense to me") to ex-
perimental (e.g., prediction and con-
trol)-would contribute importantly to
making distinctions among the varieties
of contextualism.

The Context-Contextualism
Distinction
A major source of misunderstanding

about contextualism lies in its relation-
ship to "context," a misunderstanding
that leads mechanists to dismiss contex-
tualism as slippery and superficial and
leads even "contextualists" to misapply
the name of that worldview. The mis-
understanding is evident in some of the
commentaries on my mechanism article,
as well as elsewhere in the current be-
havior-analytic literature (and in psy-
chology; see Houts, 1991). I will not at
this point, however, name names beyond
the current commentary, because my re-
search into this topic is incomplete, but
I can briefly sketch some basic contours
of the misunderstanding (see Morris &
Peterson, 1993).
The basic problem is that context and

what Pepper (1942) described as contex-
tualism are treated as though they are
necessarily from the same logical cate-
gory, when they are not. To be specific,
context is not restricted to just the world-
view ofcontextualism; it finds a home in
other worldviews as well. As for contex-
tualism, it is not the empirical or con-
ceptual analysis of context. It is a world-
view, a metatheory. These distinctions
can be better appreciated if we examine
their respective sources and lineages.

Context. As an ordinary-language
word, the etymology ofcontext lies in the
Latin words textere, meaning "to weave,"
and con, meaning "together," giving us

the meaning of context something like
"to weave together, interweave, or join
together." This is how the term came
down through French and into Middle
English in the mid-1400s. By the late
1500s, context had acquired a meaning
related to language and literature that is
today usually its first-listed dictionary
entry. This 16th century meaning was
"the weaving together of words and sen-
tences; construction of speech, literary
composition" (Oxford English Dictio-
nary (OED], 1989, p. 820). Today's com-
parable, more complete definition is

The whole structure ofa connected passage regard-
ed in its bearing upon any of the parts which con-
stitute it; the parts which immediately precede or
follow any particular passage or "text" and deter-
mine its meaning. (OED, 1989, p. 821)

The second-listed dictionary entry un-
der context is usually a more generic one,
something closer to everyday use, for ex-
ample, (a) "circumstances in which an
event occurs: a setting" (American Her-
itage Dictionary ofthe English Language,
1992, p. 407), (b) "the interrelated con-
ditions in which something exists or oc-
curs: Environment" (Webster's New Col-
legiate Dictionary, 1977, p. 245), and (c)
the "circumstances in which a particular
event occurs: Situation" (Webster's II
New Riverside University Dictionary,
1984, p. 304).
Dictionaries of philosophy and psy-

chology usually define context more
functionally. According to Reber (1985),
for instance, context is
1. generally, those events and processes (physical
and mental) that characterize a particular situation
and have an impact on an individual's behavior
(overt or covert). (p. 153)

This definition, like the earlier ones that
specify setting, environment, and situa-
tion, I hereafter refer to as the "context-
as-place." It is, I think, the usual, but
mistaken, meaning of context in discus-
sions of contextualism.

Contextualism
Contextualism is rarely listed in ordi-

nary-language, philosophical, or psycho-
logical dictionaries and, when it is, it does
not much illuminate contextualism as
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Pepper (1942) described it, which is the
contextualism in question. Although
Pepper was not the first to use the term
(see, e.g., Laird, 1929), he may have been
the first to apply it explicitly to philo-
sophical pragmatism, which he did first
in a 1932 paper, "How to Look at Cau-
sality-An Example of Philosophic
Method," a paper influenced strongly by
Dewey's (1931) paper, "Context and
Thought."
Although Dewey's (1931) paper is sat-

urated with "context" (and its cognates),
context was not formally defined. Con-
text included, however, "background"
and "selective interest." Selective inter-
est referred to the individuality and
uniqueness of psychological activity and
its products. Background was both "spa-
tial" and "temporal." For Dewey, spatial
background referred to the "contempo-
rary setting" and the effects of setting on
action and events-context-as-place. This
meaning is similar to the ordinary-lan-
guage meaning of context as "environ-
ment" or "situation," except that, for
Dewey, spatial background encompassed
not just the local physical environment,
but reached out broadly, as far as the
culture at large. Temporal background,
in turn, referred to the "state" of a sit-
uation as a function of its past and the
effects of states on action and events. Ac-
tion and events, then, are the products
of the process of history-context-as-
time -the time in the life or evolution of
an individual, cultural practice (e.g., sci-
ence), or the culture at large. (A closer
look at Dewey's philosophy would, I
think, yield material supportive of be-
havior analysis; cf. Blackman, 1991.)

Context-as-time is suggestive of what
Pepper (1942) referred to as the root met-
aphor of contextualism-the "historic
event" and thus is closer to what is def-
initional about context in contextualism.
In Dewey (1931), context-as-history,
however, is the key, but not as the mech-
anistic "arrow oftime." Rather, context-
as-history is key in the sense that all events
are "historic" in that they occur in the
context ofongoing change, as the present
continuously becomes past for more
present (see L. Hayes, 1992). This is the

context in Dewey that Pepper (1942) took
as categorical to contextualism, even if
we find other senses of context as well.
For further supoort for this interpreta-
tion, see Schilpp's (1939) The Philosophy
ofJohn Dewey, specifically the chapters
by Savery (1939), Pepper (1939), and
Dewey (1939) (see also Pepper, 1973).

Still further support for this interpre-
tation may be found directly in Pepper's
description of contextualism (Pepper,
1942, pp. 232-279). The opening lines of
his chapter on contextualism, under the
heading "The Contextual Root Meta-
phor," should suffice:
When we come to contextualism, we pass from an
analytical into a synthetic type of theory. It is char-
acteristic of the synthetic theories that their root
metaphors cannot satisfactorily be denoted even to
a first approximation by well-known common-sense
concepts.... We are too likely to be misunderstood
at the start, even though the basic synthetic con-
cepts do originate in common sense or are, at least,
discoverable there. The best term out of common
sense to suggest the point oforigin ofcontextualism
is probably the historic event. (p. 232)

Pepper presumably could have chosen
"context" as the root metaphor of con-
textualism, for it was certainly a com-
monsense concept. The commonsense
concept Pepper chose was instead the
"historic event," which, as I have de-
scribed, characterizes behavior as ever-
evolving, historically contingent on its
ever-changing past (Pepper, 1942, pp.
232-233).

Context Again
Although Pepper (1942) makes con-

text-as-history the definition of his con-
textualism, context-as-place appears as
well, with its ordinary-language meaning.
This meaning comes up in his discussion
ofthe "quality" and "texture" ofan event,
that is, respectively, an event's "intuited
wholeness or total character" and its "de-
tails and relations." Texture (the details
and relations) is comprised of "strands"
and "context" (Pepper, 1942, pp. 246-
252), ofwhich Pepper wrote, "By way of
definition we may say that whatever di-
rectly contributes to the quality [total
character] of a texture may be regarded
as a strand, whereas whatever indirectly



MECHANISM AND CONTEXTUALISM 265

contributes to it will be regarded as con-
text" (p. 246). This meaning of context
is the meaning we find often (and often
only) in behavior analysis. It is the source
of misunderstanding for equating con-
textualism with the study of context (or
when context is said to have evolved into
contextualism; Marr, 1993, p. 59).2

In some cases, ofcourse, context makes
no contact with contextualism as a
worldview in the behavior-analytic lit-
erature. For instance, context may be
found in the most recent edition ofChar-
lie Catania's (1992) glossary, where it is
defined as "the constant features of an
experimental situation" (p. 368). Context
has also been used to describe more spe-
cific behavioral relationships, for in-
stance, in discussions ofthe matching law.
Here, context refers to the alternative
sources of reinforcement-multiple con-
trol. And, in the classical conditioning
and instrumental learning literatures,
context has found extensive use with
slightly more technical meanings, often
as conditional control of a sort (see Bal-
sam & Tomie, 1985; Mandell, 1986).

Context, however, is becoming peril-
ously close to being used in behavior
analysis as a term for which we already
have a technical vocabulary. For in-
stance, we find "context" used along a
continuum of molarity: (a) sometimes in
reference to discriminative stimuli as the
"occasion" or "setting" for operant be-
havior, (b) sometimes in reference to the
"three-term contingency" itself, and (c)
sometimes in reference to "setting events"
and terms that share some meaning with
"establishing operations." Worse yet,
context is sometimes no more than a
vague, nontechnical term that specifies

2 never contended that Skinner was a "contex-
tualist" because he systematically analyzed the ef-
fects of "facilitating conditions" or "third vari-
ables" on behavior (Skinner, 1930, 1931; see
Skinner, 1980, p. 194), or that he ignored "contex-
tualism" when he later dropped these terms (see
Marr, 1993, p. 59). This, again, would confuse the
study ofcontext with contextualism. Skinner's rad-
ical behaviorism, however, did come to have fea-
tures of contextualism as a worldview (S. Hayes et
al., 1988; Morris, 1988a). Only in the latter sense
was Skinner a "contextualist."

what we cannot otherwise be precise
about (Morris, 1992b, 1992c; Morris &
Peterson, 1993; see Marr, 1993; Shull &
Lawrence and Staddon, this issue). From
my perspective, context-as-place may be
most useful ifwe restrict it to two mean-
ings: (a) one formal, as in initial and
boundary conditions (cf. Marr, 1993), and
(b) the other functional, as in conditions
that alter functional relations within the
three-term contingency (e.g., establishing
operations for reinforcement; Michael,
1982; see Morris, 1992a). Only the latter
can be integrated into our unit ofanalysis
as a term for a process or principle (see
Shull & Lawrence, this issue).

Context and Contextualism
My point is a simple one: Contextual-

ism as a worldview is often mistakenly
equated with a concern for the contextual
determinants of behavior, where context
means largely context-as-place. Although
this sense ofcontext is categorical in con-
textualism, it is not defining. Indeed,
context-as-place may arise in any ofPep-
per's (1942) worldviews (i.e., context can
be countenanced in mechanism). What
is defining about contextualism are its
root metaphor (i.e., the historic event)
and its truth criterion (i.e., pragmatic,
successful working). As terms and con-
cepts, context and contextualism need to
be distinguished. Contextualism is a
worldview, whereas context is many
things, only some of which are useful in
a science of behavior. That some behav-
ior analysts (or psychologists) should take
context into account, either empirically
or conceptually, does not thereby make
them contextualistic in worldview, or
"contextualists." It does not make them
contextualists any more than someone
who studies behavior is necessarily a be-
havior analyst.

CONCLUSION
I am honored to have had my mech-

anism article submitted for peer com-
mentary and to be allowed a response. I
want to thank my colleagues-Don, De-
rek, Ted, Dennis, Vicki, Jack, Hayne,
Richard and Scott, and John-for the
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time and effort they put into the project.
They have applied consequences that will
differentially strengthen (and weaken)
certain aspects of my thinking about
mechanism and contextualism in the fu-
ture. For behavior analysis as a whole,
they have offered the variety of concep-
tual analysis and opinion necessary for
selection by consequences to operate on
the future of our field. Who among us
knows the truth of these matters-of
mechanism and contextualism-we can-
not say, but I close with a caveat from
Skinner (1979, p. 346):
Regard no practice as immutable. Change and be
ready to change again. Accept no eternal verity.
Experiment.
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